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In book three of the Aeneid Virgil describes how Aeneas left behind the airy heights of 

Phaeacia and skirted the shores of Epirus until he came to the harbour of Chaonia and the 

lofty city of Buthrotum. Now, for the first time since 1939, this section of Aeneas' voyage 

can be re-enacted. From the twin peaks of Corfu one can sail along the coast of Epirus and 

once more view the remains of Buthrotum, as Albania, the last forbidden territory in 

Europe, again re-opens for business. 

 

Buthrotum stands on the coast at the head of the salt water Lake Butrinti on the Albanian 

side of the Corfu Channel. The site stretches over a wide area; parts of Buthrotum allegedly 

date back to the 8th century B.C., and its occupation stretched through Roman and 

Byzantine times until its final abandonment through earthquake, subsidence, and plague. 

 

The highlight is the theatre, and because the whole site has sunk gently into the water its 

orchestra is submerged, and the parodoi take the form of little wooden bridges. This moat-

like appearance seems most unusual in a hot climate, and the orchestra pond was alive with 

tadpoles (anticipating perhaps 'The Frogs'?). An inscription, now in Rome, recorded the 

granting of 'libertas' en masse to the 500 public slaves who built the theatre. In the 

moat/orchestra stands a small pillar, upon which is incised a head of Mercury. 

 

Adjoining the theatre are the 1st-2nd Century A.D. 'Banje pubblice' with some geometric 

mosaics and the remains of an impressive hypocaust, and next to the Public Baths, a Temple 

of Aesculapius, also a Basilica, and a Christian baptistery, whose one uncovered mosaic, a 

medallion depicting a bird, merely tantalises, in view of the 63 others hidden under layers of 

polythene, sand and gravel. 

 

Further along is a well named after 'Pus', a legendary Albanian princess drowned in a well, 

hence the Albanian word for 'well' (those who know the word puteum may well think 

otherwise). Finally, to the acropolis, whence a far-ranging view over the threatre, river, 

marshes, and sea across to Greece. Here the museum, in telepathic sympathy with all those 

other archaeological sites throughout Greece and Italy, was securely locked against all-

corners. 

 

If you go to Buthrotum you will be in good company. Previous visitors include M. Tullius 

Cicero, awaiting a favourable wind homewards to Italy, when returning from the East; C. 

Julius Caesar, awaiting Libo and Bibulus; Lord Byron, guest of Ali Pasha (with whom he is 

said to have conversed in Latin), in 1809; and Edward Lear, in 1848, sketching sensibly. 



David Gibbons is a former schoolmaster from Bolton. 


